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BERNARD CARL ASHWIN (1896-1975), founder of the modern Treasury, was one of New Zealand's great 
civil servants, and perhaps the most influential from the 
1930s to June 1955, when 
he retired as Secretary.' 
Keith Sinclair's biography 
of Nash has only a hand-
ful of brief references, but 
one says revealingly, 
'Fraser ruled in very close 
consultation with the Fed-
eration of Labour. The 
other powers in the land 
were Waiter Nash and 
Bernard Ash win.'' The as-
sessment is echoed by 
John Martin: '[h]e was 
clearly one of a small 
group- Nash, Fraser, and 
Walsh being the others -
who were at the centre of 
the decision making proc-
ess'-' In Ashwin's case that 
'central role' continued 
into the early years of the 
National government. 
There is a full biogra-
phy of Nash and there 
will, in due course, be 
ones of Peter Fraser and 
F.P. Walsh. Will there ever 
be a full biography of 
Ashwin? It is perhaps inevitable that, with odd excep-
tions, public servants should be shadowy figures . Ash win 
was neither flamboyant, nor on the whole did he leave 
memoirs. We do have a memoir which he wrote after he 
got married in 1926, and there is an intermittent diary of 
his first six months as Secretary.' After he retired he gave 
four recorded interviews on his experiences: on Gordon 
Coates,' on the Reserve Bank,' on the war effort,' and 
Nash 8 There is also the transcript of the five days he 
appeared before the Royal Commission on Monetary, 
Banking and Credit Systems, in June 1955, which is re-
vealing about his demeanour, his status, and his eco-
nomic views, as well as a vast quantity of official papers 
which he signed. But while he told the Royal Commission 
he never signed a paper unless he agreed with its con-
tents, it is what is left unsaid that is often the more impor-
tant. In addition there are also various contemporary re-
marks and memoirs which fill out the picture. Some 
younger colleagues are 
alive today, and have 
kindly added to the record . 
Enough to write a full 
biography? Possibly, al-
though perhaps not 
enough to capture the 
whole of Ashwin . Al-
though there is little mate-
rial about his personal life 
- perhaps as should be for 
he was a public servant -
some elements are appar-
ent: a simple diction often 
using the common ve r-
nacular, even to the Royal 
Commission on Banking 
(which contrasts with the 
ornate language of his 1926 
memoir}, and a dry, some-
times irreverent, sense of 
humour. Ashwin's remem-
bered humour is often as-
sociated with a degree of 
self-deprecation, perhaps 
because the reca ller was so 
aware of Ashwin's power. 
Geoff Schmitt, personal 
assistant to · Ash win in the 
1940s, tells a number of stories about Ash win's use of his 
position as Paymaster General, one of the titles that went 
with Secretary to the Treasury, to get around stiff formal-
ity. For ins tance 'he overcame a restriction preventing 
admission of non military persons to a security area in 
Kent by pointing out that he was Paymaster General to 
the New Zealand Forces.'' The story reminds us of 
Ashwin's distaste for some of the more formal British he 
experienced in 1917, when he was there as a private in the 
New Zealand Expeditionary Force.10 But the finance of-
ficer in the London High Commission and the New Zea-
land Chief of Staff were also put down with this title. 
Ashwin liked to recall that the highest he got to in his 
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Signals Company was 'acting lance corporal.'" 
In 1956, thanking Alan Fisher, a New Zealand econo-
mist working at the IMF, who had congratulated him on 
the recently received knighthood, Ash win wrote 'I gather 
it will be a bit more expensive in drinks and subscriptions 
and I am wondering whether I have any special privi-
leges; immunity from traffic cops would be useful, free 
drinks at the Club would be another, but as far as I gather 
I will have none of these .'" 
While there may never be a biography, I am collecting 
together the available material. As a result Ashwin will 
loom larger in future histories, not only as an important 
part of any history of the Treasury, but he is central to 
accounts of the development of economic policy. We al-
ready have detailed accounts of his role in the Reserve 
Bank,13 in social security/' and in the Tasman project. 15 
John Martin's work on the Economic Stabilisation Com-
mission of the 1940s will add to the historical record. 
Here, I want to look at Ashwin from a different per-
spective. He is one of a group of men who came together 
in the 1930s to use actively and consciously the instru-
ments of the power of the state to build and shape the 
nation. Others included politicians Coates, Fraser, and 
Nash, public servants Clarence Beeby, Pat Entrican, Joe 
Heenan, Alistair Mclntosh, and Bill Sutch, businessmen 
James Fletcher, his son Jim,16 Wolf Fisher, and James 
Wattie, and Walsh from the unions. There are no women 
among this group, reflecting the times, although a broader 
definition of nation building would include Te Puea build-
ing the Tainui nation. 
Nation building in New Zealand did not begin in the 
1930s. Leaving aside the Maori, it probably began with 
the first settler who stepped ashore in the nineteenth 
century, and there were earlier outbursts, such as the 
Vogel years and the Liberal government of the late nine-
teenth century. The nation builders of the 1930s were 
drawing upon a long tradition. 
For my generation that nation building tradition is 
represented by Bill Sutch (1908-1975), who worked with 
Ashwin, although he was 12 years younger. Sutch has 
been the pre-eminent modern writer on New Zealand 
economic nationalism, and the most influential advocate 
of nation building. The choice, he said, was between 
'colony or nation'-" However his approach tended to 
equate nationalism with a left political perspective, while 
equating colonialism with the right. This has led to a 
number of problems in the interpretation of New Zea-
land's political development, not least when the Labour 
Party with its left heritage abandoned economic national-
ism in the 1980s. Meanwhile politicians of the right -
notably Rob Muldoon and Winston Peters - have been 
among our most prominent economic nationalists . This 
paper is not directly about such contemporary issues, 
although understanding the nation builders of the 1930s 
provides a foundation for interpreting current events. 
Ashwin dominated economic policy in the period of 
the earlier nation builders. Yet his personal views were 
clearly of the right. He was a fiscal conservative, as one 
would expect of any senior Treasury official, for our fiscal 
arrangements involve numerous ministers and depart-
ments anxious to spend the government's money on our 
behalf, and the lone Treasury and their ministers who 
have to raise the money from us. In the case of Ashwin his 
fiscal conservatism would have been reinforced by this 
experiences in the early 1930s, some of which I shall al-
lude to shortly, when the government fiscal position was 
out of control. 
However Ashwin was surely also a political conserva-
tive. Of course his official writings do not betray his po-
litical leanings, addressing the specific question with a 
narrow answer dependent on the context of the question, 
exactly as you would expect of a public servant." Yet 
there are numerous clues that he was on the political 
right: his general economic approach, his friends, and his 
career after Treasury. To the 1955 Royal Commission he 
objected to aspects of the social security system. Perhaps 
as a clincher his son recalls him 'dancing on the table' 
when he learned that National was elected in 1949 (al-
though he may have simply been happy to at last be 
relieved of the demanding Nash as his minister) . Un-
doubtedly Ashwin was to the right of Sutch. Studying 
Ashwin as a nation builder gives a different perspective 
from the Sutchian one. 
Ashwin was born in 1896, in Paeroa where his father 
was a storekeeper (probably supplying the Waihi gold 
miners). Later the family moved to Cambridge, where 
Ashwin went to school, including two years at the local 
District High School. But he was the oldest of seven, and 
'the limits of my father's purse decreed work for me.' 
There are a couple of indicators in the memoirs of future 
developments. The first is that Cambridge was rural, and 
he recalled the 'roses and buttercups' of the farm his 
father moved to, and a life by the Waikato river. It was a 
nostalgia for a rural life that led him even to consider 
taking up farming under the rehabilitation scheme for 
returning soldiers after the First World War, an opportu-
nity which a decade later he was glad to have turned 
down." 
We scroll forward. The following is an edited extract 
from the memoirs that Schmitt kindly wrote for me. It is 
late 1945 or early 1946, and New Zealand and the US are 
negotiating in Washington over the wind up of the lend 
lease deal: 
The difference in money was daunting. With an hour of 
the first session to go Ash obviously thought it was the 
occasion to play for time and regroup. So he started to 
talk about farms about Cambridge, describing them in 
some detail. ... Then he had them ploughing up the 
pasture and the wife in the shed growing cabbage seed-
lings; then planting out, spraying with derris dust etc., 
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The sequence of Secretaries to 
The Treasury hangs in their 
main conference room at No 1 
The Terrace, Wellington. 
Richard Field Porter was the 
first permanent head of Treas-
ury to be appointed by a 
Minister of the Crown -
previous appointments had been 
made by the Governor. Not 
pictured is the current Secre-
tary, Murray Horn 1993- . Les 
Maiden, courtesy The Treasury . 
Above, 
clockwise from bottom right: 
RF Porter 1859-65 
J Woodard 1865-70 
CT Batkin 1870-77 
JC Gavin 1878-89 
JB Heywood 1890-1906 
NR Davis 1967-68 
HG Lang 1968-77 
NV Lough 1977-80 
BV Galvin 1980-86 
GC Scott 1986-93 
Below, 
clockwise from bottom right: 
RJ Coil ins 1907-09 
JW Poynton 1910-12 
GFC Campbell1913-21 
Jl Esson 1922-25 
RE Hayes 1926-29 
AD Park 1929-35 
GC Rodda 1935-39 
Sir Bernard Ashwin 1939-55 
EL Greensmith CMG 1955-64 
DWA Barker 1965-66 
etc, getting the order to produce the cabbages 'nice and 
fresh' for the US supply ship, cutting them, terrible sore 
backs, etc. Then the punch line - 'You chaps must be 
pretty dry after all the talking you've been doing. Show 
me the nearest pub, and it will be my shout'. [It] took 
some explaining to tell the US types what was meant by 
'shout'! End of day one . 
We went back to the legation. Ash win and company got 
the embassy wives round and we repriced the meat and 
butter and cheese, and of course, cabbages at current US 
retail prices less a (modest for negotiation's sake) mar-
gin back to wholesale .... we went back next day and say 
that, at common prices, we just about broke even. In fact 
they owed us just about $2m .... it was settled that we 
should settle for (I think) $US7m to them, to be paid in 
New Zealand currency, for a new house for the US emis-
sary, and funding our end of the Fulbright [fellowships]. 
... At a luncheon related to the signing, Eugene Black 
[the leader of the US team, later chairman of the World 
Bank] said It is now written in the heart of everyone in 
the US Administration that, if ever a New Zealander 
starts talking about cabbages you might as well give him 
what he wants, and save time.' 211 
There are various aspects to this story, including the 
indication that Ashwin was a superb negotiator. For our 
purposes it reminds us of Ashwin's origins: while one 
may take the boy out of the country, you can never take 
the country out of the boy. Ashwin was rooted in the 
texture of New Zealand life, of rural life, even though he 
was to live his 63 years in Wellington (or overseas). 
The 30 year-old economist also wrote that in early 
adolescence, 'I acquired a desire which I did not entirely 
abandon for many years to be an engineer and build 
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bridges and tall buildings.'" The memoir goes on to note 
that he could not afford to go to engineering school. Nev-
ertheless, as we shall see, he worked successfully with 
engineers later in life, and interestingly his son, Barry, 
followed an engineering career path of which his father 
could only dream. 
The memoir then mentions 'a narrow escape from 
becoming a bank clerk', ironically for a man who was to 
be closely involved in banking and financing, at a far 
more senior position than teller. So the path to becoming 
New Zealand's most powerful public servant began in 
June 1912, when not quite 16, Ash win went to Wellington 
to join the Education Department, one of three cadetships 
won in the public service entrance exams. 
By his own report, the next few years were a time of 
sport rather than endeavour, but in early 1917 he was in 
Europe as a sapper in the Signals Company. Seven months 
in Britain, where he used his leave to travel widely (in-
cluding spending every available evening at the London 
theatre) was followed by a year in France where he twice 
diced with death. Returning after two years, he described 
himself as older than his years 'as a result of my experi-
ences'." The boy from Cambridge was also a man of the 
world. And yet in the text of his memoir there is a quiet 
pride of being a New Zealander - the foundation for 
being a nation builder. 
He decided he 'wanted . to be more than an ordinary 
clerk' and began to study part time. Initially it was to 
qualify as a professional accountant 'but accounting was 
becoming so popular ... it was clearly advisable to go 
further', to degrees in economics." He was the Victoria 
University College's first masters graduate in economics, 
in 1925. 
Was Ashwin a senior economist who became a public 
servant, or was he an economist and a public servant? 
Unquestionably in the 1930s he was functioning as an 
economist, as we see in his role in founding the Reserve 
Bank. Schmitt takes the view that he was not such an 
economist in his last ten years at the Treasury, 24 although 
I am impressed by the grasp of monetary issues in his 
evidence to the 1956 Royal Commission on Money. Un-
doubtedly he was not completely in touch with the devel-
opments in economics in the years after he left university, 
especially outside monetary theory which seems to have 
been a special interest. As a student using Alfred 
Marshall ' s textbook, Principles of Economics, he had devel-
oped a strong grasp of the positive theory of markets -
how they work, but there is little evidence of a recogni-
tion of the normative theory of markets (which developed 
after Marshal!), which is about welfare economics and 
how the market generates allocative efficiency. In one of 
the few quasi-academic papers he wrote, in this case in 
1956 after he ceased to be Secretary to the Treasury, he 
showed a firm commitment to market interest rates for 
borrowing, but supported subsidizing local authorities 25 
When Keith Holyoake became Minister of Marketing 
in 1949, he received some long memoranda from Ashwin 
advocating major reform and liberalisation'' Thus it would 
be wrong to categorize Ashwin as an arch-interventionist, 
great interventionist though he was in the 1940s. Markets 
and interventions were for Ashwin, it would appear, a 
means to an end. 
So was he an economist? Perhaps Geoff Schmitt and I 
could compromise on the great Marshall's definition of a 
good economist, who had 'less need of elaborate scientific 
methods, than a shrewd mother-wit, a sound sense of 
proportion, and a large experience of life .' 27 This is a near 
perfect description of Ashwin who, like Marshal!, seems 
to have been an excellent mathematician. 
Ashwin's economics training would have emphasized 
the importance of physical investment in the growth proc-
ess," and we see this concern in his occasional writings, 
as when government spending to reduce unemployment 
was diverting it from capital formation ' ' (Marxists would 
readily categorize Ashwin's activities as the state being 
used by capitalists as an instrument of capital accumula-
tion. The full story is, of course, much more complex.) 
There is not a lot of information about Ashwin in the 
1920s. We know he began work in the Treasury in 1922, 
steadily working his way up, was married in 1926 and 
had three children - and most certainly played a lot of 
tennis . (Golf was his hobby after retirement.) 
From 1930 he begins to appear regularly. He was pro-
moted to Assistant Accountant in February 1930, and 
prepared a Treasury paper on currency policy, which was 
presented as a personal view to the Economic Society in 
June 1930. In November the paper was published in The 
Economic Record under his name, giving an attachment to 
Victoria University College, and not to the Treasury." In 
November 1931 he is promoted to Second Assistant Secre-
tary, a newly established position probably especially cre-
ated for him. 
He was not a member of Coates' brains trust. A post-
script in a letter by Coates in 1934 explains why. 'I don't 
see how the Treasury could possibly spare Ashwin, though 
were it otherwise there is nobody whose services would 
be more acceptable to me' 31 A story Ash win related in his 
retirement shows how close he was to Coates. 
I recollect quite vividly one day my door in the Treasury 
opening. Coates came in and said 'come on. Get your 
hat. We are going to take the Bank on.' By that he meant 
the Bank of New Zealand, of which the government at 
the time owned about one third of the shares .. .. So we 
went to meet the Board of the Bank, which at that time 
was known as the 'Kelly Gang'. 
Ashwin then describes Coates' request that the trad-
ing banks should ease the monetary pressures on the 
New Zealand farmer, and goes on: 
Coates ... , of course, took the ring and I was more or less 
in the position of holding the towel and being his sec-
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on d. However, they would not shift. Mr Buckleton ... 
dominated the discussion and he would not budge at all. 
So on the way back in the car, Mr Coates said to me, 
' well, where do we go now?' 
I replied 'there is only one answer. We must found a 
Reserve Bank and take the right of note issue and control 
of credit away from them'. 
'All right,' he said, in his direct manner, 'you see Downie 
Stewart in the morning and go to it'." 
There are a number of elements to the story. Here I 
note two. The Reserve Bank was set up . Years later Justice 
Tyndall described Ashwin as 'the father and mother and 
everything else of the [Reserve Bank] Act.' (Ashwin de-
murred, 'that may be going a little too far.' " ) 
But more important for a putative nation builder was 
the humiliation of the government by the action of the 
Bank of New Zealand, for here was a trading bank push-
ing it around . In 1938 Nash and Sutch were to be similarly 
humiliated by the British government in London, while 
Ash win was receiving the cables in Wellington. These are 
the experiences which create nation builders, committed 
to national independence, concerned about their country 
having the instruments to frustrate such bullying- a ma-
jor purpose of the Reserve Bank. 
There is not the space to go through every policy 
development that Ashwin was involved in. We have al-
ready noted his closeness to Coates and the Brains Trust, 
and his role in the founding of the Reserve Bank. In the 
1930s such economic policy advice as there was tended to 
come from outside the ranks of the central public service. 
As well as the Brains Trust there was the 1932 Economic 
Committee, on which sat four professors of economics 
and the Secretary to the Treasury, A. D. Park, who wrote a 
dissent against the professors. Or did he? It is likely it was 
Ashwin's, for he was 'constantly in attendance'." Ashwin 
was also the Treasury official involved in the develop-
ment of social security. 35 
The history of economic policy development in the 
1930s has thus far mostly been written by historians, and 
largely through pink and populist (even social credit) 
glasses. The approach is extremely critical of official policy. 
Of course there was incompetence. Reflecting in retire-
ment, Dick Campbell, who was in Coates' Brains Trust 
and later head of the Public Service Commission, wrote' 
if Ashwin had been there, instead of subordinate to 
Park and Rodda, at least there' d been an above-average 
intelligence at the top. There wasn't'." Nevertheless much 
of the criticism is excessive and misdirected, not taking 
into account the size of the external shock, nor the lack of 
economic instruments to deal with it. No doubt any 
thoughtful revision will have Ashwin playing a major 
and positive role in the development of the economic 
policy of the early 1930s which, if not completely success-
ful, built a platform for the spectacular growth of the next 
decade' ' 
The deep depression of the early 1930s haunted the 
nation builders. In Ashwin' s case there would have been 
the lack of a reserve bank and other policy instruments, 
the mismanagement of the loans account, and the dread-
fully imbalanced fiscal stance. We do not know the effect 
of the record unemployment on Ash win, but we know he 
was anxious to promote New Zealand industry by active 
intervention. 
When the history of Treasury is written Ashwin, who 
became its Secretary in February 1939, will be a major 
player. He was not just its longest serving Secretary (his 
sixteen years was coequal withJames Heywood's (1890 to 
1906), one of its youngest (appointed at the age of 43, 
second only to the present incumbent), and the Treas-
ury's first graduate (although by the time Ashwin left 
Treasury there were 31 graduates in the main division 
alone). But despite Ashwin's pleasure with such num-
bers, these statistics hardly represent his significance to 
Treasury. As Lipson commented in 1949 (note how Ashwin 
is referred to tangentially): 
In recent years, however, the powers and influence of 
Treasury have been considerably strengthened by a vig-
orous secretary. Originally an agency which did little else 
than prescribe departmental accounting systems, it ac-
quired a stricter control over departmental appropria-
tions since the depression."' 
Indeed, under Ashwin the Treasury extended its role 
as the keeper of the government finances to its becoming 
economic manager as well. Ashwin is the founder of the 
modern Treasury. There is a sense in which the Ashwin 
Treasury lasted into the late 1970s, well after he died. 
Ashwin was also extremely popular among those who 
worked for him. Henry Lang described him as an 'excel-
lent manager of staff,' and 'very accessible' . Schmitt uses 
the expression 'worship'.'" All of his staff and colleagues I 
have met uniformly expressed the greatest admiration for 
Ashwin. Among the terms used to me by Jim Fletcher 
were 'approachable' and 'an outstanding public servant' . 
In contrast to most public servants he was a 'visionary''' 
His was the vision of a nation builder. 
The active promotion of industrialization was a part 
of such nation building, a strategy reinforced by the war. 
In 1942, faced with a crisis of a lack of equipment, Ash win 
became deputy chairman of the newly established Supply 
Council. He commented that 'he was left with a good deal 
of authority and discretion with which to act' . There was 
'only the flimsiest of engineering industry' and yet by 
'improvision we did manage to achieve some impressive 
results which meant that the country would not have 
been completely lacking in defensive equipment had the 
Japanese threat eventuated'. 41 At the same time Ashwin 
was in charge of financing the war, and he was meeting 
every day James Fletcher, Commissioner of Defence Con-
struction (later Commissioner for Works)." 
Wellington was a small, intimate, and informal place 
for those inside. Ashwin had close relations with Fraser. 
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Above: Clerks and accountants of The Treasury on the steps of 
Kings Chambers, 1908. The Treasury. 
Below: Staff of The Treasury on the steps of the House of 
Parliament, 1935. In the centre of the front row is G C Rodda, 
Secretary 1935-1939. On his right is AD Park, Secretary 
1929-1935. On Park's right is Ashwin, Deputy Secretary. 
The T re as u ry. 
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I saw him almost every day during the war. For some 
reason he liked me and often asked me to call to see him. 
On my way home from work- usually around midnight 
-we would sit and talk through the early hours of the 
morning, He would give me some of his new proposals 
and seek my opinions of them. I always answered hon-
estly; if I thought his plan crazy I would tell him so and I 
think Fraser respected me for this. I accompanied Fraser 
on most of his overseas trips'' 
Ashwin's relations with Nash were- as in the case of 
all public servants who worked with Nash- more of a 
trial, moderated by the time Nash spent overseas. 
The fact that Nash refused to resign when he took up his 
position in Washington did make things a little awk-
ward for me although I had no difficulty in carrying on 
without him .... Nash could not hope to run Treasury 
from 12,000 miles away. I wrote all the budgets and 
although he arrived to present them there was never 
time for him to alter anything of basic importance. I let 
him play with a few words to make him feel that he had 
contributed to the budget, for Nash had a great love of 
the theatrical and made a great show of presenting 'his' 
budget to the house." 
In 1943 Ashwin was made chairman of the newly 
established Economic Stabilisation Commission. In 
Ashwin's judgement 'the most important and surprising 
thing about (it] was that it worked,' insofar as it pre-
vented inflation in a period of great demand and a short-
age of supply." Certainly its success contradicts today's 
general assumption that interventions are necessarily un-
successful. The following vignette might suggest why: 
I was besieged by numerous deputations and developed 
quite an art in negotiating. I remember once my office 
was crowded with twenty pig producers all demanding 
payment. I immediately set out to provoke them and 
soon they were all shouting. Walsh then came into my 
office and gave them a very stern and moving lecture on 
public duty and sacrifice in wartime. Finally I took over 
and appeared to come to the pig producers' rescue by 
pointing out that although their case was very reason-
able we were sorry that under present circumstances we 
could not help them. This tactic worked well with other 
groups .... It boiled down to a careful strategy of nego-
tiation and persuasionY• 
Ash win was at the centre of economic policy. As John 
Martin describes it, '[a]t the official level the dominance 
of Sir Bernard Ashwin (was] extraordinary''' As well as 
Secretary to the Treasury and chairman of the ESC and 
the chairman in effect of the Supply Council, he was 
chairman of the Office of National Development, on the 
boards of the State Advances Corporation, the Defence 
Council, and the Reserve Bank of New Zealand. His resig-
nation in 1955 left a vacuum in the Bank'' 
As Treasury Secretary Ashwin travelled overseas ex-
tensively, including being at Bretton Woods (for the found-
ing of the IMF and World Bank), and negotiating with the 
British government for the meat and dairy prices. Jim 
Fletcher says that the deal would be settled by the two 
Treasuries on the first day, and then there would be more 
public negotiations by wider parties to come to the agree-
ment." There is a widely circulated story that on one 
occasion there was a gap of a farthing a pound, which was 
settled by a billiards game, in which Ashwin represented 
New Zealand. Although versions differ as to whether he 
won or lost, we may be sure that the outcome was judi-
cious, and in New Zealand's best interests. 
One consequence of the overseas travelling was a net-
work of contacts in foreign financial markets, which be-
came especially useful for government financing. This 
was illustrated by the founding in 1946 of BP (NZ),50 
which was 51 percent owned by the New Zealand gov-
ernment, 49 percent by the British company (itself with 
substantial British government ownership). Ashwin was 
'largely responsible for BP getting off the ground'." He 
was a director from 1946 to 1967. Significantly for our 
story, Fletcher reports that in 1957 Ashwin was angry 
when the National government sold its share to the par-
ent company 5 2 One takes it he saw New Zealand owner-
ship and control of the oil company as a part of the na-
tion's independence. 
It does not follow that Ashwin favoured public own-
ership. He rejected the full nationalization of the Bank of 
New Zealand in 1945. There was no inconsistency here. 
The Reserve Bank controlled the trading bank, so public 
ownership was unnecessary, but ownership of an oil com-
pany gave the New Zealand government information 
about world oil prices to reduce transfer pricing'' The 
full nationalization of the BNZ and the failure to join the 
IMF are among the few occasions where Ashwin's views 
as Secretary of the Treasury did not prevail. (The social 
security system also had some elements to which he ob-
jected.) The social creditors in the Labour caucus were 
probably as much the bane of his life as was Nash. 
Perhaps Ash win's greatest industry achievement, and 
nicely illustrating his pragmatism, was his involvement 
in the founding of the Tasman operation at Kawerau (origi-
nally called the 'Murupara project') , based on processing 
into pulp and paper the vast Kaingaroa Forest of pinus 
radiata, which had begun planting in the 1920s. His son 
says Ashwin thought the project so important that he 
talked of giving up the Treasury Secretary job early, so he 
could be more closely involved in it. But when he in fact 
retired in 1955, not yet 59 and entitled to another six years 
of service, the deciding factor may have been sheer ex-
haustion, for his was a more demanding 16 years than 
that of John Heywood at the turn of the century. Moreo-
ver the early retirement meant he could still enjoy a new 
career as a company director. While his power may have 
diminished, his networks and mana did not.54 
He remained one of the three government appoint-
ments on the Tasman Board, and was their director of 
finance. He ran the Tasman office in Wellington (in the BP 
building) until his five year appointment ended in 1960, 
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when he was replaced by the then Secretary to the Treas-
ury. The government then appointed him to the Dairy 
Products Price Authority. As well as BP (NZ) he held a 
number of directorships in the private sector.55 
Tasman symbolizes Ashwin as a nation builder. The 
story, well documented by Morris Guest, involves the 
overcoming of the financing (and production) problems, 
with Ash win in a central role,56 although he was not alone, 
for he worked closely with Jim Fletcher, and Pat Entrican, 
head of the New Zealand Forest Service. 
The first available record in 1941 has Ashwin 'gener-
ally sympathetic with the proposal and ... inclined to 
suggest for the government's consideration that it might 
be adopted .... the scheme, if sound, should assist in the 
widening of the diversity of industry which is so desir-
able to a balanced economy' ." But profitability was a 
concern, as was the cost of government involvement. Not 
surprisingly then, in 1949 Ashwin sent a memorandum to 
the incoming government recommending against gov-
ernment funding of the Murupara project (and also of the 
Auckland Harbour Bridge) 58 This was not a question of 
desirability, but the worry of financing it, particularly the 
likely use of Reserve Bank credit. 
By the standards of the day, Tasman was an unusual 
project, involving New Zealand's largest industrial plant, 
exporting 70 percent of its output from day one. There 
was not a lot of government protection, although the 
infrastructure was government supplied and there was a 
substantial government financing element." Ash win's role 
was significant. His recommendations for the financing 
of the Tasman project, set down in 1949 to Nash, were 
almost exactly those which emerged six years afterwards' ' 
Later he seems to have been crucial in persuading Prime 
Minister Holland." We observe Ashwin was not adverse 
to the use of government finance, albeit in a company 
which was set up in the private sector. 
Ash win and Entrican were engaged in a dispute about 
the nature of the government involvement in the Tasman 
enterprise. It was a lot more heated than reported here, 
not least because Entrican was a 'man who was quick to 
state his own opinion','' in contrast to Ashwin's more 
taciturn approach. It can be usefully portrayed as an ar-
gument about the means by which the project should 
proceed. On a spectrum from government department to 
private corporation, Entrican favoured the left and Ashwin 
was, with Jim Fletcher, more on the right. It was a dispute 
largely about means and ends. (The most recent round for 
this debate was the corporatisations and privatisations since 
1986: it would be Entrican who would be turning in his 
grave.) 
It is noteworthy too that the government finance and 
support was provided by a National government led by 
Holland, who was at first suspicious of his public serv-
ants, but became respectful of Ashwin." I have no indica-
tion of whether they liked one another . In the case of 
Savage and Fraser, Ashwin started off distancing himself, 
but became respectful of, and warm towards, them." The 
Henderson and Sinclair interviews indicate a certain cool-
ness to Nash, over two decades after they parted ways. 
The gossip has it that Ashwin was frustrated by Nash's 
dithering (not to mention the uncaring way he treated his 
officials). There is a story of Ashwin standing over Nash 
in his last day in office in 1949, and taking a grim pleasure 
in ordering Nash to sign some documents over which he 
had been delaying." 
Tasman was not the last case of Ash win as Secretary of 
the Treasury involved in the development of a particular 
industry. The secret, though abortive, negotiations be-
tween the British and New Zealand to convert geothermal 
steam into heavy water (but which led to the geothermal 
electricity generation program),'' occurred in Ashwin's 
office'' 
The end was economic nationhood, a New Zealand 
trading internationally but with an independence and 
status of a nation and not a colony. The New Zealand 
country boy who got to Bretton Woods, via the hardships 
of the war in France, the self-discipline of a part-time 
MComm, and the shambles of public policy in the depths 
of the Great Depression, saw the need for nation rather 
than colony, as much as did the younger Sutch, with 
similar yet different experiences, and from a different 
political perspective. 
Regrettably Ashwin did not use his retirement to his 
death in 1975 to write up more of his story. By the time 
Schmitt knew him from the 1940s, Ashwin was a 'doer'." 
The discretion of the public servant remained after he 
retired. 
This lacuna has not been peculiar to Ash win. A central 
feature of the New Zealand conservative right was that it 
had no theorist- no polemicist- like Sutch, to articulate 
its political beliefs. And yet it was the political party of 
the left, of Sutch's side, who in the 1980s began disman-
tling the nation-building state that Ash win and Sutch had 
helped to construct. Within the party, the movers came 
from the right. Without an indigenous conservative intel-
lectual tradition, they drew on foreign ideas just as the 
colonials, that Sutch - and no doubt Ashwin - despised, 
had done. 
Although his 'desire ... to be an engineer and build 
bridges and tall buildings' was not realised, Bernard 
Ashwin became a social engineer and built the mid-cen-
tury New Zealand economy. 
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